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Special Issue Focusing On
T he Silmarillion Unfinished Tales
The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien
It w as a long wait of m ore than twenty  
y ea rs  from  the publication of The Return of 
the King to The S ilm a r illio n . The w aiting  
w as not in sto ic  s ile n c e , but filled  with many 
fa lse  rum ors that The S ilm arillion  w as to be 
published the fo llow ing y ea r . T im e after  
tim e hopes w ere  to be ra ised , only to be 
follow ed by disappointm ent and fru stration . 
Then in 1977 the seem in g ly  im p o ssib le  did 
indeed becom e fact. In a sh ort tim e th is was 
follow ed by the publication of Unfinished T a les  
in 1980, The L etters of J .R .R .T o lk ie n  in 
1981, and m ost recen tly  by another gem  
(se e  R eview s). D oubtless th ere  w ill be other 
sign ifican t books y et to com e, but a lm ost  
su re ly  o f l e s s  im port as far a s  giv ing as a 
com plete in sigh t into T o lk ien 's  o v era ll v is io n  
and a esth etic .
The d igestion  of the im port of The S ilm a r il­
lio n , U nfinished T a le s , and L etters has barely  
begun, e sp e c ia lly  for the la tter  two. Not 
having had th ese  th ree  w orks for long, m ost 
of us have b a sica lly  retained  our understanding  
of T olkien  built on h is e a r lie r  published w orks. 
That previous understanding, so  ingrained in us like  
habit from  y e a r s  of exposure and m any re -r e a d in g s , 
has perhaps made so m e of us u n con sciou sly  r e s is te n t  
to rethink and in corp orate the (to us) new v is io n s  and 
m ythic inform ation. Yet we cannot r e a lly  c la im  to 
understand the mind and tota l v is io n  of the su b -crea to r  
of M idd le-earth , or should w e say  E ä , u n less th is  is  
done. T his a ss im ila tio n  and refo rm in g  of how w e se e  
T olkien  se e m s  to have occu rred  on a su p er fic ia l le v e l, 
judging by the en th u siasm  im m ediately  attendant upon 
the r e le a s e  of each  of th ese  w orks by h is a d m irers .
On a d eep er le v e l, I have m y doubts.
I have heard it sa id  by so m e that they m iss  the  
dialogue and ch aracter iza tion , the su sp en se  and g r ip ­
ping se n se  of p erson al involvem ent that they find in 
The Lord of the R ings, and based on that a lone, I 
m ust a g ree . One of the fundam ental d ifferen ces b e­
tw een The Lord of the Rings and The S ilm a rillio n  is  
one of view point. In the fo rm er  we s e e  the unfolding  
world and dram a of M id d le-earth  through the e y e s  of - 
the Hobbits who lea v e  th e ir  countryfied  n ea r-V icto r ia n  
w orld of com fort and ingnorance, to  m ature from  
childhood to p ivita l h ero es . They are  ea sy  to  identify
with because they are so  much like what we 
suppose o u rse lv es  to be. Indeed T olkien  
called  h im se lf a Hobbit, so  the identification  
with Hobbits for us can not be m ere ly  a c c i ­
dental or unintended by the author.
But like Sam , who said  "Me go and s e e  
E lv es and a ll!  Hooray!", we are introduced  
step  by step  to a world that the E lv es (and 
th e ir  few frien d s) know the whys and w h ere­
fo res  best. The E lv es are d ifferent from  
Hobbits and o u rse lv es;  they have such long  
b itter -sw ee t m em o r ie s . But yet even they  
and the Ista r i do not understand a ll. The 
S ilm a rillio n  is  b a sica lly  an understanding of 
the world from  the E lv ish  view point, and it 
w as on th is and rela ted  s to r ie s  that T olkien  
spent m ost of h is life  w orking and rew orking, 
lik e  N igg le 's  unfinished p icture. If we won­
dered why the E lv es w ere so  a loof and w ith­
drawn in The Lord of the R ings, the rea so n s  
have been m ade painfully c le a r . The S ilm a ­
r illio n  w as envisioned  to be a s e r ie s  of 
accounts, shaped into a sequentia l whole of 
the events from  the C reation  to the end of 
the Second A g e .  C r i t i c i s m  of i t  b e i n g  t h u s  m u s t  i n ­
volve c r it ic ism  of t h e  i n t e n t  of t h e  a u t h o r .  Of c o u r s e  
m ost of us respond m ore im m ed iate ly  to a flesh ed  out 
narrative that p rim arily  spans the events of a litt le  
m ore than one y ea r , in com p arison  to an outline of 
events of uncounted thousands of y e a r s  ! Is it then  
su rp r is in g  that many have not cared  to make the a t­
tem pt to com prehend it a ll?  If T olk ien  had had the tim e  
and c ircu m sta n ces needed, d oubtless he would have 
w ritten  cou n tless vo lu m es to do fu ll ju stice  to what he 
en v ision ed . For exam ple, I find the many and long  
d escr ip tion s of the variou s battles the le a s t  in terestin g  
parts of the book, and tend to sk im  over them  in my 
rerea d in g s.
T here is  another rea so n  why The S ilm a r illio n  is  
l e s s  popular than The Lord of the R in gs: the tr e a t­
m ent of, for want of a better term , re lig io n , or e x ­
p lic it v e r su s  im p lic it theology . The ex p ress io n  of a 
w orld of natural theology found in The Lord of the 
Rings is  built on a foundation of bedrock and under­
pinnings as so lid  as s te e l .  M orality and the id eas of 
good and e v il  m ust be based on som eth ing  fixed  and
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unchanging. In The S ilm arillion  we find things quite 
w ell explained and laid out, things that w ere once 
ind irectly  stated , im plied , or lay  hidden. T his d if­
feren ce  has dampened the en thusiasm  for T olkien in 
som e of his a d m irers, who would prefer not to be 
troubled or perhaps burdened by weighty m atters such  
as th ese . Indeed, when one would have thought a 
great new wave of en thusiasm  for T olkien would have 
a r isen  fo llow ing the publication of The S ilm a r illio n , 
in actuality  I saw  a gradual 'd im inishing of popular 
in terest in him . I cannot attribute th is m ere ly  to the 
other d ifferen ces between The Lord of the Rings and 
The S ilm arillion  m entioned before. I think it was 
m ore than that. Som e now saw c le a r ly  what the 
foundation of T o lk ien 's world was rea lly  lik e  and it 
colored  th eir  perception  of their  old favorite , and 
consequently their  appreciation  cooled down
Of cou rse  som e changes in the m ass or overa ll 
cultural thinking of our c iv iliza tio n  do ebb and flow  
year by year , but b asica lly  we are a secu lar-m in d ed  
people; Tolkien w as not. A s long as he w ill provide 
p lea su res and personal excitem en t, a ll is  w ell, but it 
is  another thing when he re v e a ls  what h is load of gifts  
is  based on, it is  another m atter. In 1953, T olkien  
w rote to Robert .M urray, S. J. :
The Lord of the Rings is  of cou rse  a fundam entally  
relig io u s and C atholic work; u n consciously  at f ir st , 
but co n sc io u sly  in the rev is io n . That is  why I have 
not put in, or have cut out, p ractica lly  a ll r e fe r ­
en ces to anything like 'r e lig io n 1, to cu lts or p rac­
t ic e s , in the im aginary w orld. For the re lig iou s  
elem ent is  absorbed into the story  and the sy m ­
bolism .
But in The S ilm a r illio n , w here it is  n ec e ssa r y  to begin 
at the beginning, th is could not be done. "Religion" of 
n e c e ss ity  m ust be g iven. T olkien said  in a le tter  to 
Deborah W ebster in 1958, . .1 am  a C hristian  (which
can be deduced from  my s to r ie s ) , . . . "  Indeed L etters  
repeated ly  and eloquently te s t if ie s  that T olkien was
C hristian  to the co re , and that not only do h is works 
not conflict with h is faith, but are a crea tive  outgrowth 
and in terpretive form  of it. It would be a e x e r c ise  in 
in tellectu a l vanity to dem onstrate oth erw ise . A ll 
litera ry  c r it ic ism  henceforth must deal with th is fact, 
not sk irtin g  the currently  unpopular or inconvienent. 
T his does not m ean everyth ing dealing  with T olkien  
and h is w orks w ill of n e c e ss ity  deal with th is , only 
on m atters that do pertain to it. T hose who do not 
fe e l com fortable with th is  a sp ect are  in a d ifficult 
situation  in regard s to th eir  in te llec tu a l honesty.
Som e may fade away; som e w ill try  to i g n o r e  it, which  
w ill not w ash. F or those to which th is proves to be no 
problem , they can go on to develope an even greater  
r ich n ess in study and appreciation . I se e  th is parting  
of w ays as having already begun^ with both a w istfu l 
regret, and a certa in  r e lie f  that a ll uncertainty and 
doubt has been c leared  away.
The Lord of the R ings and The S ilm arillion  must 
each be approached in d ifferent w ays fo r  a ll of the 
above reason , and m ore, but at the sam e tim e the 
im port of each needs to  be integrated into a com p re­
hensive understanding if  we w ish to s e e  along the sam e  
line as the mind of the su b -crea to r . The S ilm arillion , 
Unfinished T a le s , and L etters are  gold, s ilv e r , and 
diamond m ines aw aiting further excavations and d is -  
co v e r ie s .
M ythlore has published a r t ic le s , rev iew s, le tte r s , 
and art on th ese  books before; now we present a 
sp ec ia l is su e , due both to read ers in terest and the 
com ing together of se v e r a l a r t ic le s  on them  at th is  
tim e. Keep in mind that we cannot publish what we 
do not rece iv e  about any author or subject. In future 
we plan to take a balanced approach on printing a r tic le s  
about the o lder published w orks of Tolkien and the new ­




In the la s t  is s u e  read ers w ere asked to share their  
thoughts for p o ssib le  publication on the question  "How 
has the reading of The S ilm a r illio n , Unfinished T a le s , 
and/or The L etters of J . R .  R. T olkien changed my 
perception and appreciation  of Tolkien . " T here w ere  
many resp o n ses , and I have used the blue pencil very  
sparingly  in order to sh are  them  h ere . (Editor)
Lloyd A lexander D rex e l H ill, PA
In a ll accu racy , I'd say that the other w orks of 
T olkien haven't changed my perception  and ap p recia ­
tion, a lready about as high as they could be. T hey've 
sim ply  given me a la rg er  view  of the man and h is c r e ­
ative gen ius. My adm iration hasn't changed ,’ th ere 's  
just m ore of it.
D ainis B isen iek s Philadelphia, PA
I had been certa in  a ll along, at le a st  s in ce  I read  
"On F a ir y -s to r ie s ,"  that T olk ien  as s to r y -te lle r  and 
s ty lis t  knew exactly  what he w as doing. That im p r e s­
sion  is  confirm ed in su p erla tive  degree by the L e tte r s . 
I doubt if any cr it ic  has bettered T olk ien 's own ex p o si­
tion of the ch aracter and the m oral ch o ices of the 
principal persons of The Lord of the R ings, and (as
C .S . L ew is a lso  knew) he was aw are that sty le  d e ter ­
m ines what can be sa id .
For a ll the fascin ation  of The Silmarillion and 
a sso c ia ted  w orks, I cannot find it in my heart to love 
them  as I do LR. T here are grand and moving p a ss ­
ages in them , the whole v ision  is  grand, but the ch ar­
a c ters  and events don't touch me as nearly  as th ose  of, 
w ell, the fully m ature work. So it is  that I reg ret m ost 
the incom plete sta te  of "The M ariner's W ife", in which  
grea tn ess of sp ir it  is  best shown, just before the ta le , 
a la s , breaks off.
Robert B oenig R oosevelt, NJ
The S ilm arillion  and Unfinished T a les have changed 
my appreciation  of T olkien in two w ays. F ir st, when 
I reread  The Lord of the R ings, I no longer puzzle  
over/w on d er about what a ll the a llu sion s in the songs 
and conversations a re . The s la sh  between the two 
verbs in the la st sen ten ce  is  meant to  convey both gain 
and lo s s ,  for th is new knowledge has dim ished for me 
som ewhat the s iz e  of LR. I now have, in other w ords, 
a map of the perilous realm ; I can find my way from  
place to p lace with e a se , but just a sm all bit of wonder 
is  gone.
The second way the two books have changed my ap­
